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This paper addresses the role of critical theories to knowledge-making and worldmaking practices in design research. We discuss the agential and performative power
of feminist technoscience sensibilities in shaping a European participatory design
project – called Commonfare – which aims to confront the risk of social exclusion as a
result of precariousness, low income, unemployment, which is increasingly affecting
the European population. More specifically, we explore the entanglement of critical
approaches and material practices shaping aspects of the project through three
empirical examples – related to the formation of the project consortium, the
methodological approach adopted by partners, and the organisation of information
as part of the design process – that attend to feminist concerns in technoscience and
design in that they come to terms with issues of positionality, embodiment, situated
knowledges, relationality and materiality. We conclude by arguing that cultivating the
inseparability between knowledge-making and world-making practices is a promising
and primary concern for any design research committed to fostering alternative
futures.
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Introduction

The design of digital technologies (DTs) has often drawn upon and intersected a variety of academic
disciplines. This includes the fields of human–computer interaction (HCI), computer-supported
cooperative work (CSCW), and participatory design (PD). The so-called “three waves” of HCI, for
example, were characterized by the intersection of DTs design, cognitive sciences, sociology,
organization studies, and social psychology (Bodker, 2006, 2015). This intersection addresses specific
themes that have been central in design research around DTs such as: 1) humans as a “factor” to be
rationalized and modeled in how they interacted with technologies (Sanders & McCormick, 1987), 2)
the “human actor” as a desiring human being immersed in the collaborative environment of the
workplace (Bannon, 1991), and 3) humans as the subject of experiences and meaning-making
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interacting with technologies within houses and daily life beyond the workplace (Hassenzahl &
Tractinsky, 2006).
Recently, scholars have started developing novel approaches combining elements coming from the
“second” and “third” waves, including: enactments and analyses of projects taking place in the
public realm (e.g. Huybrecths et al., 2017) and around local communities (Di Salvo et al., 2012);
publics organized around thematic issues (Le Dantec, 2016) or new socio-economic subjects like
precarious workers and freelancers (Teli, 2015). In these cases, the attention is not exclusively
focused on the material object of design, but on the socio-economic aspects of the design process,
be they described as public formation (Le Dantec and Di Salvo, 2013) or as contributing to the
commons ( Teli et al., 2015; Teli et al., 2016). These approaches go beyond specific localities and
situations as in traditional PD, for example engaging with institutions (Huybrecths et al., 2017) or
advancing counter-capitalist arguments (e.g. Hakken et al., 2016). These developments in design
research inevitably interrogate design communities about the critical role of the theories and
methods through which we conduct research.
We argue that this diversity of approaches and perspectives is not neutral in shaping the object of
design itself along with the design processes, and we ground this argument in the analysis of the
activities conducted within a European-funded project called Commonfare. The project is designing
and implementing a digital platform to connect people and initiatives across Europe in order to
confront societal issues such as new forms of poverty, low income, precariousness, and
unemployment. It is a design intervention at the intersection of critical social theories – such as
Autonomous Marxism1 and feminist thinking in technoscience – and recent developments in PD,
which make Commonfare an interesting case whereby to reflect upon how such theoretical
inspirations shape and benefit design research focused on the relationship between DTs and society.
Our goal is therefore to highlight the entanglement of critical theories and material practices in
Commonfare. We begin with a discussion of the performative character of critical theories which will
be followed by an overview of feminist thinking in technoscience and design. Empirically, we show
and reflect on how these feminist sensibilities are shaping the project. We conclude by arguing that
cultivating the inseparability between knowledge-making and world-making practices is a promising
and primary concern for any design research committed to fostering alternative futures.

1

The agency of critical theories

To understand the role of critical theories – like feminism – in a design project, we first draw upon
social sciences, and Science and Technology Studies (STS) in particular, to interrogate the role of
theories and methods through which we do design research (Sciannamblo & Teli, 2017). Theories –
be they theoretical concepts or theoretically-argued perspectives and sensibilities – play a key role in
sensitizing the vision of researchers and shaping methods, goals, subjects and objects at stake in
research projects. John Law and John Urry (2004) have argued a similar approach to design research,
suggesting that theories are performative; this means that critical inquiry and its methods are
productive in the sense that they help to enact social worlds, rather than to simply describe them. A
similar understanding of theories inevitably interrogates research and researchers about what kind
of worlds they help to make. It therefore marks out a shift from empiricist realism – the assumption
that there is a single reality ‘out there’ to be described – to ontological multiplicity (Mol, 1999), the
understanding that reality is enacted through material-semiotic practices, rather than simply
observed. Moreover, if research enacts certain realities rather than others, it should take into
1

Autonomous Marxism (AM) is a stream of critical thinking that originated in the ‘70s and that has been highly influential
among activists since the late 20th century, which most famous references are probably the books by Michael Hardt and
Toni Negri (e.g. 2001, 2005, 2009). AM combines a critique of capitalism with the recognition of the autonomy of people and
collectives and the devices through which power reacts to and discipline such autonomy. For a reading of AM in the field of
IT design, see also Teli (2015). The relations between AM and feminism are rich and evolved over time but, for sake of
simplicity, in this paper we will focus only on feminism.
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account the realities it contributes to building. This is, in fact, a matter of “ontological politics” (Mol,
1999) insofar as it calls into question the political and ethical character of social theories and
methods.
Such an understanding of social research is close to what Law (2009) has defined as ‘interference’:
the act of making differences by means of descriptions and knowing practices. According to Law,
feminist STS – such the seminal thinking of Donna Haraway, but also the work of Susan Leigh Star
and Lucy Suchman – has challenged the absence of politics in mainstream studies of science and
technology by showing the extent to which making knowledge means making difference, that is
interfering with the object of the study. This is even truer for design research, whose goal is not only
that of generating knowledge around sociotechnical issues, but also creating artifacts that are never
innocent since they imply certain configurations of subjects, objects, practices, and power
(Lindström & Ståhl, 2014). In this respect, a design practice that aims to address societal issues with
the lens of feminist thinking cannot avoid setting up its actions around the “cui bono” question (Star,
1990), that is to critically assess where to begin and where to be based, as well as to ask: What and
who is this built for? Whose voices and visions does it comprise? Who is left out? Could it have been
otherwise?

2

Feminist technoscience confronts design

The above questions underline the major feminist concerns in technoscience and design, namely
how to enact silence (Star and Strauss, 1999), give voice and representation to the traditionally
invisible (Star, 1990), interrogate boundaries (Suchman, 2007), and highlight local and marginal
positions (Haraway, 1988; Suchman, 2002). Indeed, addressing the irreducibility of lived practice,
exploring new accountabilities and forms of agencies, enacting silence and invisibility behind the
design and use of sociotechnical systems serve to trouble those boundaries and binary divisions
(such as sex/gender, masculine/feminine, nature/culture, hardware/software, science/technology)
around which science and technology has been – and is – regulated.
In recent years, several works located at the intersection of design, gender, and feminist analysis
have taken up feminist concerns in STS, with a specific focus on computing and ICT (Trauth, 2006;
Oudshoorn et al., 2004; Rommes et al. 2012). This is a strand of literature that mostly intersects the
heterogeneous configuration of gender and feminist studies in technoscience (Schiebinger, 2003;
Wajcman, 1991, 2010; Faulkner 2001), which, in turn, follow the waves whereby the feminist
movement has unfolded historically. The themes covered by these studies range in fact from the
most visible problem – such as the shortage of women in the ICT industry and the gendered division
of labor in the design sector – to the more subtle investigation of gender bias in design methodology
and the co-construction of gender and technology (Bath, 2009; Oudshoorn et al., 2004; Rommes et
al. 2012). More recently, design-related fields such as interaction design, PD, HCI and CSCW have
shown a meaningful interest in feminist research and thinking, not only to provide critical analyses of
design processes, but also to develop specific design interventions and engage in activist research
with a feminist perspective (Bardzell, 2010; Lindström & Ståhl, 2014; Steinhardt et al., 2016; Fox et
al. 2017). Bardzell (2010), for example, has outlined a feminist agenda for HCI research by proposing
a “constellation of qualities” (pluralism, participation, advocacy, ecology, embodiment, and selfdisclosure) that – taken together – characterize feminist HCI. She distinguishes two ways whereby
feminism contributes to DT design: critique-based and generative. The critique-based approach
draws more directly from fields such as STS in that it focuses on the investigation of design processes
in order to unveil their unintended consequences and argue for a stronger attention to critical
issues, while the generative approach comprises design projects that take up feminist concerns in
their own analytical framework, decision-making practices, design processes, and political goals.
Interesting examples related to the critique-based approach include analyses of how technology
design disciplines bodies and everyday activities (Forlano, 2016), gender identities (Oudshoorn et al.,
2004), sexual orientations (Hardy and Lindtner, 2017), and how ICT technologies are informed by
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colonialist epistemologies (Philip et al., 2010). For the generative approach, design projects that can
be considered as interventions are those that aim to build technology to support activist movements
and emancipatory claims (Dimond et al., 2013), technology for social good (Grimes et al., 2008), and
design committed to advancing non-market values (Irani and Silberman, 2013).
One of the main tenets of feminist technoscience, however, lies on the inseparability of knowledgemaking and world-making (Barad 2007; Haraway, 2013), such that there is not a clear distinction
between analytical practices and interventions in the world we live in. Following this understanding,
critique-based and generative practices are always entangled, so that there is not a clear divide
between them. Feminist physicist Karen Barad has introduced the concept of ‘entanglement’ to
describe such inseparability between matter and meaning, knowledge and materiality: “to be
entangled is not simply to be intertwined with another, as in the joining of separate entities, but to
lack an independent, self-contained existence” (Barad, 2007: p. ix). She further explains claiming that
“the point is not merely that knowledge practices have material consequences but that practices of
knowing are specific material engagements that participate in (re)configuring the world” (Barad,
2007: 90). This serves as an important reminder for every knowledge enterprise, but perhaps
especially for those transdisciplinary fields such as PD and co-design that are explicitly driven by
democratic and emancipatory aims, and that in recent years have moved beyond their context of
birth – the workplace – to engage societal challenges and large-scale public projects (Binder et al.,
2015).
Considering this entanglement between knowledge-making and world-making practices, it becomes
pivotal to constantly interrogate the theories and methods through which we shape research
practices so as to be able to not lose sight of the political aims PD projects seek to pursue, and to
recognize and stay with the complexities such effort entails. In what follows, we delineate the
configuration of the project and the design work it seeks to pursue, discussing how feminist and
critical theories have shaped and are shaping the composition of its collectives, its main goals, and
the design practices underway. In doing so we aim to offer a contribution to the ongoing debate
about design and feminist critical theories.

3

The Commonfare project

The primacy of relations – rather than of independent objects and entities – conveyed by the
concept of ‘entanglement’ is at the heart of Commonfare (General Intellect, 2018), as is evident its
very name: Commonfare literally means “being in common” and “to journey together” (different
from welfare, which literally means “being good”). Commonfare describes in fact both the name of a
European PD project and its ultimate goal: the advancement of Commonfare as a new form of
welfare based on the valorization and remuneration of social cooperation as practiced by grassroots
initiatives and communities committed to re-appropriating common goods (Fumagalli & Lucarelli,
2015).
As for its configuration, the project aims to design a digital platform with the purpose to connect
people and initiatives across Europe in order to confront precariousness. It articulates its actions in
three European countries (Croatia, Italy, The Netherlands), focusing on different populations
considered at risk of material deprivation or social exclusion, including: unemployed youth,
precarious workers, non-Western migrants, welfare recipients, and freelancers. Across Europe there
are social groups particularly at risk of social exclusion, identified by the European Commission (EC)
as “women, young people, people living in single-parent households, lower educated people and
migrants.” (Eurostat, 2015). This finding aligns with those analyses that underline the intersectional
character of precarious lives, pointing out that the consequences of neoliberal policies do not affect
social groups in equal measure and that specific groups of people are, and may become, more
socially vulnerable than others (Lewis et al., 2014; Maestripieri, 2015).
Against this backdrop, Commonfare aims to build a digital platform – commonfare.net – with the
following goals: 1) to inform about public welfare measures, 2) to share good practices on coping
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with critical conditions, and 3) to support networking activities able to bring use-value (or income) to
people’s everyday life.
The project’s consortium is interdisciplinary, involving eight partner organizations: research
organizations that contribute different social and technical experience, technical organizations that
support the design and development of the platform, and pilot organizations whose experience and
expertise include political activism, research and art. The articulation of work runs in parallel
between research in the pilot sites (Croatia, Italy, The Netherlands) and design work, and it is
planned and reported in documents and physical meetings to later shape the technical decisions and
be reflectively evaluated by the consortium. This process is depicted in Figure 1, (Botto & Teli, 2017),
and the most relevant physical meetings are the ones described as “Workshop 1-4”.

Figure 1 Commonfare design and implementation approach

In gender terms, the consortium is composed of 22 core members (homogeneously distributed
between 10 men and 12 women) working on coordination, pilot, research, design, and
communication activities. It is important to note that some people employed in the project –
especially the youngest – recognize themselves in the conditions the project seeks to address due to
temporary contracts and bureaucratic regulations (regarding remuneration and claimable expenses
in relation to the recognition of prior economic activity).

4

Commonfare in the making

Here we illustrate two main aspects of the project: the configuration of the project’s consortium and
the design work. Three empirical examples are discussed in the light of the agential character of
critical theories and the role of feminist approaches in knowledge-making and world-making in
design research. The overarching research question addressed by these examples is: how is the
entanglement of critical theories and material practices shaping the project?
The examples draw on empirical sources categorized as external and internal documents. The
former comprises the project grant agreement, project official reports, informational materials
(fact-sheets, press releases, project flyers), and the digital platform; the latter consists of design
workshop accounts (from activities conducted with research participants), minutes of general
assemblies (whole consortium), reports from focus group self-evaluation (conducted with
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consortium partners), design workshop plans (among consortium partners), low and high fidelity
mock-ups and personal accounts.

4.1

Building alliances

Projects like Commonfare require, as part of their institutional setting and due to the complexity of
the goals, to establish consortia including different organizations with complementary skills and
competences, to take on different roles as the project unfolds. The way consortia are established is
often overlooked in academic writing as it often does not reflect theoretical elaborations. In this
section, we will describe how the Commonfare consortium came into being through the first person
account of Maurizio, who lead the collaborative writing of the project proposal and, before that, the
formation of the consortium itself. We report this personal (therefore partial) account because the
process of formation of the consortium is a first example of entanglement between critical theories
and PD practices.
Trento, Italy, 2014. I enjoy talking to Silvia about her research on social policy and antipoverty measures. The way policy makers deal with people in difficulties, treating them
as object of policy actions more than living human beings with desires and capacities, in
many ways disturbs us. How can I do something different? Is there any potential, in my
work on digital technologies, social collaboration, and participatory design, to actually
engage in building alternatives to the assumptions connected with so many social policy
debates?
I need a theoretical shift, Actor-Network Theory is not going to provide me the means to
discuss such themes appropriately, there is too much focus on reconstructing the
processes of knowledge and technology production rather than on how it is possible to
build viable alternatives. Even my work on Free and Open Source software is insufficient,
as the relation with income and social inequalities is hidden in Free and Open Source
studies and, in the end, many of these software projects involve mainly highly skilled
males - not the social groups Silvia describes to me. And Participatory Design… it seems
its roots have drifted, much less politics than there should be…
I enjoyed reading Hardt and Negri (2009), they present compelling theoretical and
political angles, and I loved Morini and Fumagalli’s “life theory of value” (2010) through their lens I see my previous work completely differently. I should read more on
the proposal for an unconditional basic income they are all endorsing, it reverses the
patronizing argument of many social policies.
Trento, Italy, later on 2014. Francesco and Stefano have approached me for a CAPS2
proposal, maybe it’s the chance to look forward for a project on income and inequalities.
I am sure they will be committed: many times I have worked with Stefano before, his
problematization of reputation systems is extremely promising, it can help go beyond
some of the individualized assumptions of contemporary platforms; Francesco was a
leading figure during the Ph.D., we have never worked together but he is clearly trying
to expand the boundaries of his work beyond engineering projects. They both have
experience and know-how about proposal writing, we can actually get something done, I
can try leading this one, we still have almost a year to go. I want to work with activists, I
need to do it, to get out of academic constrictions and banality, I should find a way to
build the condition to make a difference beyond improving my publication record. I
should try with the Basic Income Network, if they would like to do something, I feel it
can really work.

2

CAPS – Collective Awareness Platforms for Sustainability and Social Innovation – is the European funding line in which the
Commonfare project is included.
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Milano, Italy, even later on 2014. I have spoken with Antonella, she is fine with me
leading the writing process, her support is important, and she will certainly help shaping a
better proposal. Today I have met Andrea Fumagalli in Linate airport, via email he seemed
very open to collaborate on this and the face to face meeting confirmed the feeling: Basic
Income Network Italy is in. He also mentioned potential Croatian partners - I am curious to
work with Eastern Europeans, their history brought to social conditions that I don’t really
know about. I have never imagined that the burden of a long-distance relationship, now
that Silvia lives in Belgium, could bring to such good meetings at the airport.
Bloomington, Indiana, December 2014. We have started writing the proposal. Since
talking to Andrea, I met Jaromil from Dyne.org and I proposed them to join the project.
Experienced, committed, politically clear – the impression was great – and Marco, the
person collaborating in the writing, looks like a great person to get along with. Jaromil
suggested Museu da Crise, a socially and politically engaged art project trying to turn
the economic and financial troubles of Europe into something of the past, and I have
spoken to MAGIS, they have a great track record on CAPS proposals - I am excited about
the interdisciplinary nature of the consortium, the vibes are great. In the meantime, I am
drowning, as usual, revising the “public design” paper for IJHCS (Teli et al., 2015) and
here with David and Barbara to finish the book (Hakken et al., 2016). My body is at the
crossroad of all these stimuli, and I am happy.
Trento, Italy, Spring 2016. The project has been approved, but we can’t keep MAGIS in
the consortium anymore - their problems with the EC are too serious. Finalizing the
grant is frustrating - nothing like the commitment and excitement in writing the
proposal - we should have already started, I hope we will start before the summer… and
I also have to plan my moving to Madeira, what a mess! Fortunately Chiara is interested
in working on this project from Trento… things will work out at the end.
Since the approval of the project proposal, all partners actively contributed to shape the grant
signed with the EC as well as the activities concerning the research work and processes of decisionmaking, which are the focus of the next section.

4.2

Interorganizational Relationships

Since the inception of organizational and research activities, the Commonfare consortium began to
work following a deliberative and collegial approach at each step and for each issue concerning the
project. Indeed, where the grant agreement prescribes all the conditions of the project (reports,
deadlines, rights and obligations of the parties), the actual research methodology in the three pilot
countries, as well as any process of decision-making regarding the design of the platform, have been
agreed collectively either within the whole consortium or within work packages. This process
extends even to relatively minor tasks – e.g. creating the first project newsletter – which are also
shared with the whole consortium for reasons of notification and to allow for general feedback.
An interesting case that illustrates the collegial research methodology driving research activities
concerns the realization of the socio-economic research by pilot organizations to understand the
emerging priorities of people in precarious conditions. This applies in terms of their social needs as
well as to identify the individual, collective, common and grassroots positive responses to these
needs (BIN Italia et al., 2017). Notwithstanding the differences between the three countries in terms
of the population involved and the socioeconomic conditions, the pilot organizations developed a
common methodological strategy based on qualitative investigation to be adopted in a flexible way
within local contexts. This methodological device consisted of a questionnaire – to collect basic
information about participants such as gender, working and financial condition, housing situation,
access to local services – and a focus group; the latter served to discuss in depth the issues raised in
the questionnaires so that to access various aspects of individual and collective life stories. As the
official reports claims, “the circular group discussion, more effective than a top down approach used
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in interviews, has encouraged the creation of a space where the narrative of individual experiences
was connected to a critical reflection on the general condition” (BIN Italia et al., 2017, p. 47).
The main goal behind such common methodological choice was that of building engagement and
relationships of trust with individuals and groups constituted by or representing the population of
interest in Croatia, Italy and The Netherlands, which has proven a complex task as participants made
it clear their distrust towards institutions, and the EU in particular.
These difficulties have engaged pilot partners in a careful process of self-reflexivity with the whole
consortium. During two self-evaluation focus groups organized thus far and involving the entire
consortium, pilot partners made clear their troubles in approaching people who have experienced a
traumatic events such as migrants who experienced conflicts and people who faced racism; this
collegial reflection also served to discuss the importance and, at the same time, the challenge of
undertaking caring and time-consuming activities (such as having coffee and tea with people in
public bars) in order to reach out to potential research participants. These concerns respond to a
genuine interest in collecting as many voices and visions as possible in order to elaborate design
requirements with the people in the field that constitute Commonfare research participants. It
should be noted how this approach is not only referring to research participants as informants, à là
user-centered design, but it is indeed embedding the design activities in the practices and politics of
the involved participants, in the tradition of PD.

4.3

Bits and pieces of the design process

Here we introduce an example that focuses on enacting the design process, toward the digital
platform. The example draws on the work undertaken to build an understanding of the different
existing welfare state measures in the pilot countries, and to categorize them on the platform in a
way that reflects the field research carried out by pilot organizations. As anticipated in Figure 1, one
of the key elements in the design of commonfare.net is represented by design workshops, in which
the whole consortium, together with research participants in the pilot locations, discussed and
summarized the previous work and work to be done in the following months. As PD workshops,
these moments have been characterized by highly interactive, collective sessions of knowledge
creation and consolidation, drawing upon a multiplicity of design techniques, like counterfactual
scripting (Huybrechts et al., 2017), collaborative mapping, and moments of self-reflexivity.
It is interesting to describe how the work unfolded between two design workshops held in Croatia
(September 2016 and January 2017), as during this period the early analytical categorization of
existing welfare provisions was challenged and changed by the inclusion of the participants’
perspectives. Both workshops were oriented toward building the basic concepts and ideas for the
design of commonfare.net as a digital artefact, as well as the public engagement strategies of the
project by following a public formation approach that considers the object of design and public
engagement as intertwined and taking place at the same time. To achieve such goals, the linchpin of
any process of decision-making has been the findings of the social research and participative design
workshops that pilot organizations have undertaken so that to trace out the social and institutional
conditions of the people experiencing precarious conditions as well as their responses to them.
Here we focus on one of the outcomes of these activities, namely the categorization of existing
welfare state provisions to be displayed in what would later become the first release of
commonfare.net (henceforth, R1), intended as a read-only website allowing people to get clear
information on available welfare state provisions in their respective countries. The backend of such
categorization was research conducted by pilot organizations, which collected existing welfare state
provisions through a specific working document that later converged in the research report
submitted to the EC in February 2017 (BIN Italia et al., 2017), which provided a first categorization of
welfare state provisions consisting of four main categories. The welfare provisions that were
collected in such a way constituted the first informational base to be displayed in R1.
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Between the two Croatian design workshops mentioned above, the team responsible for design and
implementation worked on the basis of the results of the first workshop – as well as the research
conducted by pilot partners – to produce mock-ups. These mock-ups were shared with the
consortium and another group of Croatian participants, during the second design workshop. The
input from participants related to aesthetic aspects of the mock-ups and on the categorization itself,
where participants identified issues of detached and general classification language. The input
resulted in splitting two of the categories (for a total of six), and changing the language toward
something closer to the lived experience of people (e.g. from “culture” to “cultural events”). Figures
2-3 represent what was shared (left) and what was actually implemented (right).

Figure 2 early mock-up shown to the participants

5

Figure 3 final mock-up implemented

Discussion and conclusion

In discussing the multiple relations that characterize knowing and research practices, Barad (2007)
provides nuanced definitions of ‘entanglement’, pointing towards a set of connections and
responsibilities that intersect matters of being, knowing, and doing, through ontology, epistemology,
and ethics. We see this throughout the empirical examples: 1) in the case of the personal account of
the consortium and project’s establishment, in which entanglements are visible in the process of
building up networks of actors with overlapping theoretical positions in parallel to their
understanding of how Commonfare could be shaped; 2) in the collaborative methodology part of PD,
in which entanglements are visible through the recurrent moments of self-reflexivity undertaken
within the whole consortium; and, 3) in the interactions between consortium and pilot country
participants, in which entanglements unfold as part of the design process to align the different
understanding of needs for the organisation of welfare information. These empirical cases attend to
feminist concerns in technoscience and design with respect to issues of positionality, embodiment,
situated knowledges, relationality and materiality.
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The first example presents Maurizio’s account reconstructing the genealogy of the project as a
personal, professional and political path. Indeed, in recalling the initial concept of the project, he
recounts how the idea to combine its primary research interests – PD and sociology – with social and
political issues derived from the private and constant exchange with his partner, Silvia. Thanks to this
relation and further intellectual explorations, he came closer to AM perspectives, which helped him
to develop a stronger political position focused on the life condition of people. Such early personal,
disciplinary, and political encounters reflect the following phases of the construction of alliances
that, eventually, resulted in the formation of the Commonfare consortium.
Following Brit Ross Winthereik and Helen Verran (2012), this reconstruction can be considered an
ethnographic story, namely an experience-based account that it is “generative for the people and
practices that the stories are about”. In mobilizing the notions of ‘partiality’ and ‘double vision’ by
Strathern and and Haraway respectively, Winthereik and Verran seek to call into question the
dualism between a traditional academic perspective that regards research as non-interventionist
and its opposite, namely the engaged and interventionist research. The concepts of partial
perspective and double vision suggest that the stories we write “are generative for some of the
practices we study and for some of our own colleagues in social theory” (Winthereik & Verran, 2012,
p. 38, emphasis in the original), and that other stories are possible. Such an account can be
considered a form of embodied and situated knowledge in that it is “about nodes in fields,
inflections in orientations, and responsibility for difference in material-semiotic fields of meaning”
(Haraway, 1988: 588); the narration of Maurizio’s path points out precisely this process of making
nodes among people, fields of research, and locations that present a clear political orientation, and
are committed to make a difference in the world. In being clearly positioned, situated and,
therefore, partial, the account on the origins of the project does not provide a view “from nowhere”
or “from above”, but rather is based on people’s lives and encounters, on which basis it makes
rational knowledge claims. As a form of entanglement, we see in Maurizio’s experience how his
embodied and situated position has shaped the project by mixing theoretical, methodological,
disciplinary, and ethical/political elements while including different voices, those of the consortium
members, in a way that would have been impossible without the project idea itself. The project and
Maurizio’s personal commitment to it are, therefore, both the result of such entanglements and the
condition of their existence.
The second empirical example is situated some time after the events narrated in the first one, and it
describes the participatory research methodology whereby pilot partners conducted their research
in the field as well as the need of moments of self-reflexivity in which they found themselves during
design workshops. Indeed, such request of collegial reflection responds to their troubles in dealing
with people who experienced traumatic events, but it also served to highlight the importance and, at
the same time, the challenge of undertaking caring and time-consuming activities (such as having
coffee and tea with people in public bars) in order to approach potential research participants. In
these preoccupations, as well in their reluctance to make any design decision without the support of
evidence from the field – that is, without involving people in the decision-making process – , we read
an inclination towards problematizing issues of exclusion and invisibility and a genuine interest in
including research participants’ visions and voices within the design process. These concerns,
therefore, align with the major feminist issues in technoscience and design, that is how to enact
silence (Star and Strauss, 1999), give voice and representation to the traditionally invisible (Star,
1990), and to highlight local and marginal positions (Suchman, 2002). The project methodology, PD,
is therefore another element through which entanglements come into being, as researching and
making the world are crucial parts of the process itself.
The third empirical example can be seen as an early design intervention undertaken in order to
attend participants’ inputs. As a matter of fact, if the first categorization of welfare state provisions,
made up of four categories was the outcome of the collective research by pilot organizations about
their respective countries, the second categorization is the result of the feedback and comments
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provided by Croatian participants, who highlighted a need to split two of the categories and to
create, accordingly, six categories. This third example reveals another concern that feminist STS
brings forward: the configuration and reconfiguration of boundaries between material and
discursive practices as well as agencies within networks of people and things. As Suchman (2009)
explains, such feminist reconfigurations of the human-machine interface point out the fact that the
ongoing design work is undertaken by actors rarely recognized as designers, rather than by the usual
male inventors located in developments labs. This is a crucial acknowledgement for any PD projects
such as Commonfare insofar it framed technology design as an open site in which the capacity for
action, which is relational, dynamic, diverse and collective, takes place and can be supported. In this
case, it is the material practice of designing and discussing the design with participants that entangle
with the theoretical perspective proposed by the project consortium. The materialization of this
theoretical perspective in mock-ups for discussion is one of the ways through which theory and
material practices are entangled, as the discussion and the request for change would not have been
possible without it.
These three examples describe how the agential character of feminist sensibilities have shaped –
and are shaping – a European PD project that grapples with important social issues. The
participatory methodology, goals, collectives and political views that characterize Commonfare
constitute a specific configuration of humans, non-humans, technical and critical practices rooted in
the belief that theories and methods do not simply describe worlds, but they help to create them,
and so it becomes important to interrogate how things may become otherwise (Star, 1990; Forlano
et al., 2016). Commonfare.net, therefore, is envisioned as a site of political potential that openly
challenges the extractive models of contemporary digital platforms, supporting people to express
their desires, share knowledge and counter-narratives, and to co-construct opportunities for change.
Against this backdrop, feminist sensibilities play a key role in shaping the project, helping to identify
allies and construct heterogeneous collectives, to develop methodological tools in a collaborative
way, to foster recurrent moments of self-reflexivity, and to make design interventions based on the
concern of attending those voices and experiences detected through field research. As we have
discussed in this paper, the entanglement of critical theories and material practices that feminist
technoscience emphasizes is grounded in the situated position of individuals, the methodological
choice of collective self-reflexivity, and the material artefacts that populate a design process.
Cultivating such inseparability between knowledge-making and world-making practices is a
promising and a primary concern for any design research committed to fostering alternative futures.
Acknowledgments: This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon
2020 research and innovation programme under grant agreement No. 687922. We wish to
thank and acknowledge the work of the project consortium and their feedback on this
article.
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